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Grandfather Rasmus B. Nielsen's
Written Account of His Life from Birth
until He Emigrated from Denmark
to the United States
translated by his Grandson, HARALD R. JENSEN
My Life Portrayal to the Best of my Recollections
to my Children:
Born the 4th of August 1851. Son of Niels Kristensen and
wife, Karen Marie (born Rasmussen). I have very few
recollections from my childhood. Father, I can remember,
but only faintly. However, I can remember the birth of a
little sister and can recall she was very sick and weak. She
suffered from a contagious sickness, which was very dangerous. After she fell ill, I was sent to my grandparents in
Sk0rring. I don't know how old I was then, but that is where
I grew up.
I shall try, from memory, to picture the character and life
of my grandparents. Grandfather was a quiet and modest
man but no doubt a very able farmer, given the knowledge
at that time. He was good to everyone and very much liked
by his peers. In short, he was a typical Danish farmer, honest
as the day was long, in all his affairs. I was unquestionably
Grandfather's boy. I always went to him with my little
sorrows. He would then take my hand and as we walked
hand-in-hand he would comfort me. I would eagerly have
walked with him all day. I can remember that when I had
developed to the point where I could sing (we had a hired girl
who had taught me to sing some songs) then I sang for him.
Somewhat later I learned to sing hymns, and then I sang the
hymn (his own, he said), "I walk in danger where'r I go."
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My! how happy he then could be. That song was, by the
way, sung at his funeral. I can recall when king Frederik the
Seventh died. I came from school, went over to my Grandfather to tell him that the king had died. He then said, "Lord
God, my boy, is the King dead! We shall now have war."
Then he cried. Yes, and Denmark did become involved in
war.
Grandfather was a God-fearing man. He always began
his work in Jesus' name. Grandfather did not become an old
man, only 63 years old. He died shortly before the outbreak
of the war in 1864. He collapsed among his town-bred
friends after a meeting. He fell to the ground and died
immediately of heart failure. Oh, how I grieved over his
death. I still remember that incident with sorrow. Grandmother was home sick in bed. A man came, entered her
bedroom, and told her what had happened. "Well," she said,
"so he is dead. He has never been sick." I can clearly remember how difficult it was for Grandmother and for my Grandparent's only son, Mikkel Rasmussen (my uncle) to accept
Grandfather's death. I can still clearly remember how my
mother (Karen Marie, born Rasmussen) grieved over the
death of her father. We all loved him dearly. My grandparents (Mr. and Mrs. Rasmussen), from what I can
remember, were well-to-do farm folk.
After Grandfather's death, Grandmother became the
governess of the farm, that is, she was the one who owned
the farm, but Mikkel Rasmussen was, although young, a
grown man and he assumed over-all management of the
farm. According to my way of thinking, he was a little too
young to "take the rudder in hand," i.e., to manage the farm.
Grandmother was a good person, but she didn't have the
strength of character and decisiveness of my Grandfather. I
can remember a time when my Grandfather told my Grandmother not to give Mikkel the reins too soon because he
might not measure up to the responsibility. That turned out
to be a true statement. My Grandmother was too lenient
with her son, Mikkel Rasmussen. He was an unusually
handsome person, a real muscular fellow, well built,
talented, and the only son on a good farm. He could do as
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much work as two, was gifted in many ways, so he was
naturally well equipped. He was my uncle and now had also
become my boss. At that time I was only a boy of 12 or 13
years, was the herd-boy and had to run errands for older
people on the farm which in many instances was not easy. I
can recall when I was to be confirmed I received a new suit
for the occasion, but no new shoes. I had to wear my uncle's
shoes. I cried and said to myself if Grandfather were still
alive I would also have received a new pair of shoes.
I was confirmed at the age of 14, and after that I had to
do the work of a full-grown man, which at times really
pushed me beyond my capacity. And on one occasion one of
our hired men said to my uncle that the work was too
difficult for Rasmus, that he is not old enough for this kind
of work. My uncle replied, "just let him work; it is good for
him to learn to work hard." I suppose I suffered no harm.
Nevertheless, what was asked of me, at my age, wasn't easy.
In due time, of course, I matured and grew stronger. My
uncle was a very capable farmer. He managed the farm in
such a way that it became a first class operation.
Shortly after Grandfather died, there was much talk
about war with Germany. Uncle Mikkel was conscripted
for the cavalry with training scheduled to take place in
Randers. Management of Grandmother's farm could now
become a real problem, should she lose Uncle Mikkel to the
military service. I can recall that there was much discussion
about what to do should Uncle Mikkel enter the military
service. Before long, a notice arrived in the mail ordering
Uncle Mikkel to report to the cavalry unit for training. But
before many days had passed, arrangements were made
whereby he could hire someone to take his place in the
military. At that time, such arrangements were possible.
Now, war was imminent and the price for having someone
take his place would be very high. But Grandmother, under
no circumstances, wanted her son in the war. I clearly recall
that the price was set at 800 Danish Daler ($400 in
American money) , a very large sum of money in those times,
but I believe the money was available.
Well, Uncle Mikkel then returned home and things
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settled back to normal again on the farm. I can clearly recall
that Uncle Mikkel became a dashing young man with finer
clothes than other young men of his class or station. The
girls fluttered around him and he enjoyed himself. I think
Grandmother began to sense that Uncle Mikkel had been
given the "reins" to manage the farm before his time. Two or
three years later he married into a very wealthy family.
Karen Balette, the girl he married, had a dowry of several
thousands of dollars and in addition his father-in-law gave
Uncle Mikkel the finest carriage found within miles around.
But all this prosperity was more than Uncle Mikkel could
handle. At that time I had already matured to the point
where I could tell the management of the farm was not going
as well as it should. But Uncle Mikkel was really good to me.
He took me with him as he traveled around, and I saw a
great deal which really wasn't good for a young man to see.
He lived luxuriously and a consequence of this luxurious
living was that he had many friends who led him deeper
down the same path, and he did not have the strength of
character to withstand the pressure from his friends. Uncle
Mikkel was by nature a good person. He paid the expenses I
incurred when attending Folk school and in his way, he was
generally good to me. A son, Rasmus Knudsen was born to
Uncle Mikkel and Karen Balette and in time his son and I
became good friends. When I was about 19 years old, I left
Sk0rring and came home to Mollerup.
New Portions or Slices of my Life

I have already told you that I had a little sister who was
sickly. She died when she was about two years old. A couple
of years after her death, my father died. Mother then was left
as a widow on a deteriorating farm. All the buildings were
old and in poor condition. My mother has since told me that
in addition she had a large debt on the farm. But, said my
mother, the people in the community were so good to her. It
almost seemed as if they vied with one another to help, not
only with the management of the farm, but also with her
difficult financial situation. One man loaned her several
hundred dollars and never asked for any interest. He said:
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"just keep the money until you can repay me." That man,
my children, was a brother-in-law of your mother. After I
was a grown man I thanked this man for being so good to my
mother. He replied, "Rasmus, walk in your mother's footsteps because a more noble woman I have never met; what
she has suffered and gone through only few have experienced." Yes, mother was loved by all who got to know her.
Yes, mother, God bless you, and your memory will always
be holy to me as long as I live.
Mother was a widow, I think, for three years. At the
same time that my father died a man by the name of Anders
Rasmussen lost his wife. Some three years later he came to
ask for my mother's hand. She said yes. He was a very
wealthy man, and had two sons. He and his two boys,
Lauritz Bomholt and Rasmus Andersen, moved onto
mother's farm and on this farm he built a new set of buildings. Moreover, he had a large farm of his own. So now
mother was in a comfortable position with money and
property, but she also assumed the responsibility for being
stepmother to these two boys. But she became a good
mother to these boys and they loved her dearly.
I still was in Sk0rring at the time, but about a year after
mother married Anders Rasmussen, my stepfather, they
came to Sk0rring for a visit. The purpose for that visit was to
have me come back to Mollerup to live and work on the
home farm. Uncle Mikkel was not happy about that request,
but before my mother and stepfather left, mother said to me
that I would be coming home to them in November. Uncle
Mikkel didn't say much to me about the conversation
between him and my mother, but one day he said to me that
I would be going home in November, but that he was not
pleased with that prospect since he would very much like to
keep me. Nevertheless, my lot had been cast. I would be
moving from my dear childhood home where I had experienced so many happy days.
So I came home to my mother, stepfather and two stepbrothers. That was something new for me. I was the oldest of
the three boys. Somewhat later, my mother had more
children - giving me a half sister, Marie, and two half
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brothers, Niels M0ller and Anders Rask. At the time of this
writing, all my step-brothers and half brothers are dead.
My move from Sk0rring to Mollerup m~ant that I'd be
living and working under different conditions. At that time I
was almost twenty years old. My stepbrothers were
younger, Rasmus Andersen a year younger and Lauritz
Bomholt about four years younger. All three of us were old
enough to help with the work on the large farm operation
with its many workers. My stepfather was not part of the
work force, but was always rushing from one farm to
another. The winter after I came home to mother's farm I
was asked to take care of six horses and to thresh small
grain. Lauritz Bomholt was supposed to help me with the
threshing but he didn't like that kind of work. Doing
physical work did not come easy for him, and the result was
that we hardly did any threshing that winter. But my stepfather didn't seem too concerned about that. He sometimes
said, "You boys aren't doing anything." Bomholt, his son,
replied, "If you tried to do this threshing, father, then you
wouldn't say that." He could say almost anything to his
father and get away with it. The rest of us were not that free
in our talk with father /stepfather. Bomholt might not be
adept at doing physical work, but he was very good in
handling a team of horses.
During the summers, we boys each had our own team of
horses and did the kind of work involving horsepower. We
never got involved in any other kind of work. I was especially sorry about that at harvest and hay-making times. I
would have liked to have been with the other workers. I had
told Bomholt many times that I would much sooner do
harvest work than to trudge behind a team of horses.
One day my stepfather came out to the fallowed field
where Bomholt and I were working. Then Bomholt said to
his father, "You should let Rasmus be the foreman for the
harvest workers. I'm sure he is better than any of them."
That statement made his father angry and he replied, "I have
a very able foreman and I wish for no one better." But
Bomholt continued to try to win his father over to his point
of view. So one day my stepfather asked me if I really would
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rather cut grass than drive a pair of horses. I said, "yes." He
then said, "have you ever tried it?" "Yes," said mother, "he
has a great deal of experience; he was trained under my
brother." "Well," said my stepfather, "you may join the
other workers in cutting grass, and Jens Christian can then do
the work involving your team of horses." Jens Christian was
not very skillful with a scythe. We were five men who were
set to cut grass with scythes. I, of course, took Jens
Christian's place, which was at the tail-end of the row of five
men. We mowed a couple of rounds swinging our scythe
blades through the grass like well oiled machines. We
mowed two more rounds, then the foreman came to me and
said, "Now you may take my place because you are better
than I." I said, "no, I do not wish to do that." The foreman then
replied, ''I'll remain foreman only until noon and I'll tell that
to the master at noon." At noon the foreman and I talked
about this possible change-over. My stepfather came by and
asked us if there was some matter that needed to be resolved.
"Yes," said the foreman, "I do not wish to be your foreman
anymore. Your son is much more competent than I am." My
stepfather then said, "Well, let us see." He told me to begin
cutting with my scythe. There was a very heavy stand of
grass. He supervised me for a while, then turned and went
home. He told mother that, "I must say that Rasmus really
knows how to use a scythe." "I knew that," said mother.
I then won the position of foreman and remained in that
position during the years I remained at home. I mention this
little event, not to elevate me in my own eyes, nor in my
children's, but it was very difficult for my stepfather, especially in the beginning, to admit that I was far superior to
him in work and even in more than that. But, you, my
children, have not known what the old Danish farmer was
like. A large number of them were unusually brusque and
self-satisfied. What they held to be right was the law and
therefore all had to bend to that law. But things have now
changed in Denmark. That generation of farmers has died.
But my stepfather was much like these old Danish farmers.
Nevertheless, my stepfather was a good man, but set in his
ways. However, my stepfather and mother had a good
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marriage and home life.
Many a time I have been very happy to have my stepbrother, Lauritz Bomholt by my side. He could talk with his
father (my stepfather) and get everything squared both for
my mother and me. Bomholt was always a supporter of my
mother and he never failed his brother, Rasmus Andersen,
when he was in trouble. However, Bomholt and I never were
very close to his brother. Rasmus Andersen was rather
restrained and a trifle stubborn in his daily life, and he lived
on his father's farm where he was the manager. But Bomholt
and I were always together when we were on the home place.
The time came when I had to go before the Session 1 to
determine whether I was fit for military service. My stepfather had begun to talk about how I should go to a doctor
for a physical examination before going before the Session. I
tried to comfort him by saying that we certainly didn't need
to do that because nothing was wrong with me, insofar as I
knew. But my stepfather would not listen to any suggestion
like that. The result was that I did have a physical
examination and supposedly many things were wrong with
me. I don't know how much my stepfather paid the doctor
for his services, but my stepfather was very happy for what
the doctor had told us. I said to my stepfather that the doctor
was not telling the truth. What I said made my stepfather
angry, and maybe I should not have said it. But I knew from
the Session that I had been conscripted, or registered, for the
King's Guard, which I did not become, because in the choice
of lottery I drew too high a number.
There was a girl who served on the farm as first-maid
who was liked very much by my stepfather and mother, in
fact, by all of us. She had served on the farm for several
years. She and I fell in love. To our misfortune, we kept our
relationship a secret for two years, and we often discussed
what would happen when it became known publicly. The
concern was that her parents were poor, and we both knew
that such a relationship of social class differences would be
seen as an offense, especially in my stepfather's eyes. But as
the months passed by, she continued to work on the farm,
and I was called into the military service in Aarhus on April
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25, 1874 and served my time as a soldier for that summer.
My stepfather did not want me to serve any longer. He said:
"I will hire someone to serve in your stead should you
choose to stay on in the military because I have use for you
at home." But in the meantime I was promoted to corporal
and was scheduled to be sent to non-commissioned officer
training that winter. My stepfather came to me where I was
stationed and said he was sure that arrangements could
be made for me to forego that agony. He absolutely wanted
to talk with the captain, but that did not materialize. As I
stood there talking with my stepfather, a non-commissioned
officer came over, and I introduced him to my stepfather.
This non-commissioned officer then began to tell my stepfather what an able soldier I was, and the end of that conversation was that my stepfather became angry, cut him off
rudely, and the non-commissioned officer took off. Then
my stepfather said to me, "if there is any possibility for you
to be set free from military service, then do it for my sake." I
was sorry to hear this from my stepfather because I had no
plans for being set free from military service.
A few days later the captain came to see me. It was noon
and I had just returned to quarters. The captain delivered a
message from the Minister of War, wherein he informed us
that in the foreseeable future, no one could become lance
corporal through legal means, but every proficient soldier,
who had not been punished for any faults or misdeeds in the
service, could be accepted for lance corporal until the service
attained its required numbers. I immediately wrote to my
stepfather to tell him about the message I had received. In the
next mail, in reference to this topic, was a money-letter,
which stated that if I drew a number requiring me to serve
that winter, then he would have to hire a replacement. I
drew a number which required me to stay through the winter
and a replacement was hired to take my place.
So I returned to my home late in October and began
doing my usual work. On November 1, my stepbrother,
Lauritz Bomholt traveled to Falster where under estate
owner, Tisdorf, he was to be trained as a farm manager.
That really didn't set very well with Bomholt because he
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didn't like to do physical work. But now he really had to
work. The first week he was on the Tisdorf estate he wrote to
me, that he had not yet seen the farmstead by the light of day.
They left the farmstead early in the morning to plow in the
fields, didn't return home at noon, and in the evening when
they did return from the fields it was dark. But as time
passed work was less demanding. He was scheduled to stay
on the estate for three years, but because of illness he stayed
only two. Most of my work that first winter was to drive to
the mill in town and to drive for my stepfather, who never
drove a team of horses.
The following summer I was called again to train as a
soldier, in the camp at Hald. On the fourteenth of June I left
home for camp. I clearly recall that this was the day after
mother's birthday. My stepfather was very depressed over
the fact that I was leaving. He suffered very much from
mental depression or withdrawal. When he lapsed into one
of these melancholy periods, we all suffered, especially
mother. He sometimes stayed in bed several days not
speaking a word to anyone. I went into his bedroom on the
morning of June 14 to bid him farewell. He said: "For you to
leave now when I have such a great need for you is really
cruel, and now Lauritz has also left. I believe I'll sell the
whole farm." To argue with him was the worst we could do.
Mother cried when I said goodbye to her. The military training period lasted seven weeks. I came back home in good
health. There were others who came back greatly fatigued
from the physical training, but I was strong and took everything in stride.
I came home when the grain was ready for harvesting.
Harvest time in Denmark was a wonderful time. Surely it
was hard work, but everything proceeded so delightfully.
No food was too good for us at that time. All the fare available was offered to the workers at harvest, and mother had a
good pantry or larder.
I had become a full-grown man. The relationship
between me and my girl-friend continued as before. We still
loved each other. Workers on the farm began whispering to
one another that I would be getting married. My girlfriend
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and I had talked many times about that, but unfortunately,
because of class differences, we didn't think our marriage
would be permitted. Now mother found out about our
relationship and one day she came to me and said, "Do you
know that you are to be married? Yes, you are to be married
with such and such a man's daughter. A good farm is
included in the arrangement." I stood for a while without
saying a word and then replied, "Mother, may I not make up
my own mind?" In tears, my mother said, "I know that you
and your girlfriend, Maren, are good friends, but what is
going to happen next? You know that Father will never grant
permission." I said to mother that we'll just wait and see, but
that she shouldn't take any part in this matter. She replied, "I
love you too much not to get involved. This is going to be a
difficult time for all of us." Then one day she said to me that
on such and such a day we are going to make a visit, "You
probably can guess where. Hasn't your father spoken to you
about it?" I became angry and left mother in anger. The same
day or the day after, while, I was working in the barn, my
stepfather entered and said: "Today we are going to make
the visit." I said to him it seemed to me that we never used to
visit there. But my stepfather said that we are going and that I
was going along, because the father would like to have me as
a son-in-law. "Father," I said, "I had thought that I could
decide these matters myself, and otherwise, by the way, I am
engaged." "With whom, may I ask," said father. I replied,
"With the girl who has served you for so many years." The
scene or episode which then took place between my stepfather and me I cannot commit to paper. It was dreadful. My
girlfriend was to be sent away from the farm immediately.
Mother prevented that, but by November she had to leave.
It was a bleak time for my girlfriend and me. Our relationship to one another also bore fruit. When my girlfriend
arrived at her home in November, she gave birth to a little
girl, who is Karen Marie Palle, whom you, my children, of
course, know. I visited my girlfriend several times after the
little girl was born, but then she said, "that for your mother's
sake, I now break the relationship which has developed
between us. I do not want to make your mother unhappy.
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We will just have to move on as best we can." I think all
went quite well for her. She married a good man and they
acquired some nice property. I think she married before I did.
Communication at home with my stepfather was severed
for a while, but we exchanged many good letters after I came
to America, and for that I am very happy, because my stepfather died in 1888, ten years after I came to America.
I was very disheartened or dispirited. I had committed a
great sin. It has, through the years, been a heavy burden for
me to carry, but I hope my Lord will by his grace give me
peace.
After this series of events, one thing was clear to me and
that was I could not possibly stay at home, but at the same
time I knew that my stepfather could not bear to have me
leave even though we hardly ever spoke to each other. But I
talked with my mother and tried to plan a future. I already
then had the idea of emigrating to America, but my mother
simply couldn't put up with talk or thoughts about that. But
I said to her: "you do know that I am homeless, and I am
disinherited." "No," she replied, "that you are not, your
father has already forgotten that he'd ever said anything like
that. " 2
But then one day, I saw, as we might say, a glimmer of
light. I met a farmer by the name of Jacob Nielsen. He asked
me if I would like to serve as his foreman next year. I replied
that I would very much like to do that, but I didn't know if
my father would let me. Jacob Nielsen said, "he certainly
won't because I have already talked with him about that. He
said he needed your help very much." "Well," said I, "then
there is no point in pursuing this matter any further." But
Jacob Nielsen insisted that I should ask my father, because he
didn't think he'd say "no" to me. On the same day I asked
my father. "Well," said he, "if you prefer to work for strangers then I will not oppose your leaving; but tell Jacob Nielsen
that you are to have a high wage and that you are scheduled
for military service again this summer." When father left me
he was crying. I told Jacob Nielsen what father had told me,
and he replied that "I would be getting a higher wage than
any other hired man in the parish and I know very well that
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you are scheduled for some weeks in the military." So he invited me to come. Mother said to me that she thought it was
a pity that I was leaving my home and that father continued
to grieve over what happened between me and him.
Well, I then became Jacob Nielsen's foreman. Working for
him was quite different from working at home. At home all
the orders were issued by father, but at Jacob Nielsen's I had
to give the orders and bear the responsibility for carrying
them out. In the beginning, these responsibilities were difficult and foreign to me, so I sought the advice of my master,
but to no avail. His wife said to me, shortly after I
came there, "You may as well save yourself the trouble of
asking Jacob Nielsen anything about the operation of the
farm. He has told me that he now had a foreman who was
much more of a farmer than he was." Jacob Nielsen had
actually been a tailor before he married Lena, his wife, who
owned the farm, and in addition had lots of money. So now
the entire responsibility for managing and operating the farm
rested on my shoulders. I dare also say that arrangement was
to the satisfaction of my master and mistress of the house.
Many people worked on the farm and more came during
the summer, carpenters and masons, to build a stately
dwelling. Among the masons was one who had been in
America. He owned a piece of land near Calhoun in eastern
Nebraska. He would like to sell this land because he was
getting married to a widow who had a farm. As I mentioned
earlier I had been thinking about going to America and what
this mason told me gave further incentive.
I worked for Jacob Nielsen for two and a half years.
Children, you know that your mother worked on this same
farm. She had worked there for several years. She was very
able and liked by everyone on the farm. We loved one
another, and she became my wife and your mother. It was a
year or so after I arrived at the Jacob Nielsen farm that we
became good friends. She too was not among the wealthy, so
now marriage again could be a problem. We had decided
that I, should go to America first to see if a future looked
promising there for us. We decided to become engaged
without asking "Peter or Paul." Her parents were told about
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our plans, and then I told my mother. She said, "Don't you
think you could, like others, earn your bread or make a
living in Denmark as well as in other places?" I answered, "I
do not want to stay in Denmark as a laborer. I will try with
God's help to become independent, and with the resources I
have at my command I cannot attain an independent
position in Denmark." My mother and I had many talks
about my leaving Denmark. When father learned that I was
engaged and was leaving Denmark for America, he simply
said, "Weigh that step carefully before you make a final
decision. I'm sure there will be a place for you here, and
when the time comes, you can depend on me for help." I
recalled having heard similar words when I was called at an
earlier time for military service.
Note from the translator: This then is Grandfather Nielsen's account of his life from birth until he was ready to leave
for America. He came to America and settled on a farm near
Nysted, Nebraska, in 1878 at the age of 27. His betrothed,
Gertrude Christensen, came over in 1879. They were
married by a judge in Grand Island, Nebraska, in 1879.
I hope I have kept misinterpretations to a minimum. The
nuances that enrich the Danish language are not always easy
to translate without losing some of the flavor of the
language.
FOOTNOTES
1 According to "NUDANSK ORDBOG" (present day dictionary) ,
Session is a meeting where military conscription authorities examine
prospective recruits and apportion liability for military service.
2 Up to this point as the translator I have used "Stepfather" so as not to
confuse the reader with my Grandfather's real father. But from hereon
Grandfather consistently uses "father" to designate his stepfather, so
I have done the same.
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